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FOREST COURTS
During the Middle Ages the Exmoor forest was subject to forest law. There were two forest courts. The royal courts called eyres were held before itinerant justices often many miles from the forest but the local forest courts known as the swainmote or swanimote courts were held twice a year in the spring on Exmoor. The first was held near Lanacre Bridge in Withypool, probably on land later called Court Hams, and the second opened in Hawkridge churchyard. By the 17th century the latter adjourned to Withypool possibly to the alehouse. There are no medieval swainmote records but it would have enforced forest law. People would be punished for entering the forest with a gun, bow, or dog or for illegal fishing or grazing. The early courts would have been social and business meetings at the end of the long upland winter. In the 18th century they moved to Simonsbath and c. 1807 only one annual court was held for collecting the chief rents and enjoying a good dinner. The last court was held in 1818. 
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